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The Story of the Dragon of Christchurch 

The Dragon of Christchurch (And Other Wonders seen on a Journey through the West of England in 

1113) from Hermann of Laon’s ‘Miracles of Our Lady’ 

First published in 1985 by The South-Western Antiquarian Society; translated and annotated by 

Jeremy Harte. This article compiled by TCA member Sue Newman.  

Additional material provided by Simon Yarrow’s ‘Saints and Their Communities’ and personal 

communication from one Roger Hutchins of Totnes; Bruce L Venarde; TCA medieval historian David 

Eels (author of The Medieval Markets and Fairs of Christchurch) and the late TCA member and Priory 

archivist, Ken Tullett. Thanks also to Ian Stephenson for a copy of the pamphlet, now out of print. 

Explanation: Laon is a town in Picardy, Northern France, a wealthy wine-growing centre where 

political, financial and religious corruption resulted in a tumultuous uprising from its populace which 

culminated in 1112 in the townsfolk murdering their bishop, amongst others, and extensive arson, 

including of the cathedral in its entirety. 

Almost immediately, the monks commenced a series of fund-raising tours to rebuild their cathedral, 

which were successful. Christchurch was part of an overseas tour, and may have been visited prior to 

going to Salisbury on account of the Trinity Fair being held, and therefore there would be money to 

be had from the working of apparent miracles. 

Nine monks set off for the English tour, and carried a portable shrine to the Virgin Mary. This had 

within it threads of her robe, possibly some of her hair, and a sponge which had allegedly touched 

Christ – presumably, at his crucifixion. It would appear that this method of raising money went back 

a considerable time into the past, but it was unusual in that the journey extended so far as to tour 

another country – and that one being overseas (a ‘pirate’ raid had to be fought off by the monks’ 

party on the Channel crossing). 

The reason for the overseas visit appears to be that the south of England was wealthy and could be 

expected to yield substantial donations. The tour began at Dover, followed by Canterbury and then 

Winchester. Apart from Christchurch, it took in Bristol, Bath, Exeter, Totnes, Salisbury and Wilton, 

and Cornwall, apparently selected on account of the expectation of a warm and financially 

rewarding welcome, as therein dwelt ecclesiastical scholars who had been to Laon Cathedral to 

study. Christchurch seems to have provided an unexpectedly unfriendly welcome, and suffered the 

consequences (or, wishful thinking). 

On their return to France, two scribes recorded the monks’ account: this one is by Hermann, who 

was a monk from Tournai who visited Laon about 1146. Hermann perhaps drew up his account from 

some 33-year old memories of one or more of the participating canons, but also perhaps from a 

miracle-book kept during the trip, since it is unlikely that names would have been recalled so 

accurately from memory alone. 

The tour was a financial success, bringing back not only money, but rich tapestries and even church 

plate. Laon Cathedral was rebuilt by 1230 and still stands today. 
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Bruce L Venarde, a noted medieval scholar, states: “Most of what Hermann of Tournai says about 

English matters is not to be trusted.” David Eels questioned the accuracy of the document, too, and 

queried the date of the journey, although Jeremy Harte refers to interpolations regarding dating 

evidence derived from the start of the tour in Canterbury (Yarrow, p8), Once you have read the 

account of the Christchurch visit, you may well agree… Here it is: 

The Text and Commentary 

X A sickly girl is cured at Christchurch 

When we left Winchester we came to a town called Christikerca (which mean’s Christ’s Church)  

David Eels says that the earliest reference to the town using this name [Cristscherchia, from a 

charter of Richard de Redvers] is 1100-1107 (he died in 1107). 

where a fair is held every year on the octave of Pentecost. 

Trinity Sunday is the eighth day of Pentecost, a feast of very early institution, and Pentecost is the 

seventh Sunday after Easter, so the Trinity Fair would be dependant on the date of Easter that year. 

The fund-raising trip took place in 1113 when Easter Day fell on 6 April. Trinity Sunday, the octave of 

Pentecost, was on 1 June. 

This fair is widely known and many traders come to it. 

Baldwin de Redvers’ charter which David Eels proves cannot be later than 1141, confirmed tithes of 

the fair tolls to the convent/monastery (David Eels points out the convent did not become a priory 

until c1150); traders were like our modern pedlars. 

As we approached the town we were soaked by a storm of rain, so sudden and sharp that we could 

not remember the like of it. We asked if we could be taken into the church (there is one here occupied 

by a dean and twelve canons) 

By 1043 24 secular canons were instituted at Christchurch….  Flambard pulled the old church down 

in 1095 but fell from power in 1100; he had not replaced canons as they died so by Richard de 

Redvers’ ownership only five were left; a clerk of his called Peter de Oglandres (Oglander), who had 

been dean since at least 1107 was still rebuilding the church  

but the Dean said that the church was still being built and the doors were not yet sound. He was 

unwilling to take us in, feeling that our shrine would attract some of the casual offerings of the 

traders,  

Pilgrims’ offerings were valuable and a rival shrine would not have been welcomed.  

but he did concede that while the rain was still at its height we could take the shrine of Our Lady into 

a corner of the church and place it on a lesser altar. Some of the merchants, however, had heard of 

the miracles done at Winchester and were looking for Our Lady’s shrine to make offerings there and 

transfer it to the higher altar; when the Dean saw this he had a fit of temper 

Jeremy Harte quotes an anonymous historian of the Priory describing Oglandres as having “sinister 

ambition” and of embezzling some of the canons’ building fund. 
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and told us to take our shrine out of his church. I can hardly tell you how worried we were. The rain 

was pouring down and the Dean had forcibly impounded our horses. The town was full of traders and 

so there was no accommodation available to us. 

Yarrow points out that Christchurch’s monastery had relics of its own. New building was certainly in 

progress by 1107. Christchurch was well-known in its own right for ‘wonder-working’ miracles and 

visited from afar in the hope of cures. Snubbing the Virgin was a costly mistake.  

But God’s mercy soon looked down on us in our troubles, for there was one woman in the town who 

took pity on us. Her husband had recently built some lodgings and was letting them out to merchants 

at a charge of two marks. Now she pleaded with him to allow in Our Lady of Heaven expelled by the 

Dean from his church and her canons with her. We were to stay for the night and she would tell the 

merchants that in the meantime they must look for lodgings elsewhere. At his wife’s insistence the 

man gave in and let us into his new house. We were soaked through by the pouring rain and ready to 

drop: he took our clothes, which were spattered with mud, and had them washed and dried. He went 

down to the cellar to store away the shrine and relics of Our Lady the Helper, and then he took pains 

to show us all the warmth of hospitality. 

One of the traders had with him three bells which he had brought for sale, so he hung them from the 

roof of the house and rang them as a summons to his colleagues. Then he got up on a platform and 

made a speech, telling everyone how the Dean had thrown our shrine out of the church, and 

exhorting them to give up attendance at that church and instead to hear Divine Office at the house 

where we were staying. By this time the merchants had all gathered round and they made a 

unanimous resolution that any of their number who entered the church would have to pay a fine of 

five shillings. The day was the Sunday before the octave of Pentecost. 

This is strange as the fair was said to be held on the octave, or eighth day, of Pentecost. The original 

text reads Sabbatum ante octavas Pentecostes which Jeremy Harte says must mean 'Sunday within 

the ocatve of Pentecost' and not 'before' as implied by ante. 

Our Lady gave a sign of her gratitude for the hospitality of our host. He had another building near the 

town  

Jeremy Harte points out these are later called outbuildings and since the dwelling seems to have 

accommodated both the cowherd and his livestock may therefore suggest a longhouse.  

which sheltered his cattle and other stock together with a poor countryman to whom he had given 

the job of neatherd [cowherd]. This peasant had a little girl who had been born with a deformed foot: 

the heel was twisted round to the front and the toes to the back. Our host asked us if this girl could 

bathe her crippled foot with our holy water 

Jeremy Harte notes that this was literally water in which the relics had been dipped and is involved 

in nearly every miracle done by the canons: supernatural healing water is well-known as an ancient 

idea. Let us consider in this context our own Tutton’s Well! 

and we had her brought to us. She drank some of the water as well as washing her foot with it and 

that night she kept a vigil by the shrine. When morning came we celebrated a common Mass before 

the shrine as we usually did – we always carried with us a portable altar and everything necessary for 
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Mass – and there we found the girl restored to health, showing us that her foot was set normally, 

and giving joyful thanks to her master and mistress for having welcomed us in 

Simon Yarrow observes that: ‘none of those who provided the canons with lodgings was denied a 

miracle. . . ’ Jeremy Harte reminds modern readers that the scribe, Hermann, reporting these 

miracles ‘had a vested interest in their supernatural character’. 

X1. God’s vengeance is shown in a wonder 

On the same Sunday when we had dined, we left the town. The people there, who were touched with 

gratitude for the benefits we had brought them, asked us to return to them later and we accepted 

the invitation. But, meanwhile, the just Judge of Heaven did not delay revenge for the slight given to 

his Mother. We were only about half a league out of town when suddenly two horsemen rode up 

behind us, shouting out and calling us to come and help the city, which was on fire. We looked back: 

the whole town had caught fire and was in a blaze. We asked them how it had come to burn and 

were told that a dragon had come out of the sea 

This is the strangest section for modern readers, and for historians to interpret. No archaeological 

evidence has been found of such a widespread blaze. The late Ken Tullett pondered on a distant folk 

memory of Viking longships with their dragon prows may have landed at Christchurch and set fire to 

it, though it would be anachronistic to suggest that any Viking raid took place in the 12 century. 

Simon Yarrow describes what follows as a lightning bolt. 

and, while we were making our departure, had flown to the city, breathing fire out of its nostrils.  

David Eels interprets this event as expressing the enormity of divine displeasure with the Dean’s 

removal of the shrine from the church. 

First, it had set the church afire, and then had kindled some houses in the town. We heard this and 

(curiosity being a natural impulse), wanted to take a look at the wonder. Leaving the shrine with its 

own attendants, we raced our horses back to Christchurch and there we saw the dragon. It was 

incredibly long and had five heads. 

Ken Tullett: could represent five Viking ships each of which was 12’ wide so could have travelled into 

the harbour abreast. David Eels comments that the last known Viking raid was in 1070. 

from which it breathed sulphurous flames. It was flying around from place to place and setting fire to 

houses one by one.  

Jeremy Harte also considers this to have been ordinary lightning. Dragons in the Middle Ages were 

frequently ‘seen’, following a tradition stretching back in the written record to the 8th century and 

no doubt considerably earlier than that, and evidence for a thunderbolt being interpreted as a 

dragon occurs in the 9th century. Comets were seen as dragons; as were severe thunderstorms, and 

references to natural phenomena as dragons continued into the 18th century. 

We made our way back there as far as the church, which we found burnt to the ground, totally – it 

was not just the timbers which were consumed but the walls themselves, even the biggest blocks of 

stone. The altars had been reduced to dust and ashes. Everyone who saw what had happened was 

dumbfounded with dread at the miracle. 
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Jeremy Harte again emphasises there is no archaeological evidence for this, neither (David Eels) 

documentary evidence. Transepts and nave are dated 1090-1120 so must already have been there, 

and are there still, but crossing piers may not have been, nor the arches, ‘as if the original tower had 

been rebuilt from above their capitals’ (VCH Hants 5p106). So, was the original central tower 

possibly burnt by a lightning strike? David Eels concurs: ‘ Professor Barlow has also described this 

destruction as being caused by a thunderbolt’. 

When the Dean had seen his house and his church on fire, he had hastily collected his clothing and 

furniture and strapped them onto a ship which was beached in the harbour nearby. Then he had the 

ship launched and hoped that on it they would be safe from the fire. The dragon was nearby and (as 

if fulfilling the purpose for which it had come) found the ship and flew over it and burnt all that was 

on board. Then, wonderful as it is to tell, it set fire to the whole ship in an instant! We were anxious 

about our host of the night before and moved on towards his home: there we found him glad in the 

safety of his house and all within it, thinking how good a quest the Queen of Heaven had been in 

preserving him. It was not just the house where we had stayed that had survived intact: the 

preservation extended to the outbuildings, which, as I said, housed his livestock, so that nothing out 

of all his goods had been lost. The traders who had earlier shown so much kindness to us now 

received the favour of Heaven, for little if any of their wares were lost. The fair in the town only 

lasted a day, so after eating at midday they had all gathered up their packs and had them already 

strapped up and stowed away when the dragon came. They were all utterly terrified by the dragon’s 

appearance and we saw them running about wildly in all directions. Now the Dean – the man who 

had the shrine of Our Lady thrown out of his church – was moved to a late repentance. He came 

forward, barefoot, and prostrated himself before the shrine, acknowledging that the judgement of 

the Lord had been just, and praying to be forgiven for all that he had done wrong. 

It would seem that dragons were but a product of the world view of the last millennium: to the 

medieval mind, fire and dragons were synonymous, and one person’s vision was contagiously passed 

to others, rather like that old tale of the Emperor with no clothes. Dragons were as real to the 

people of these times as alien invasions are to some of us today. 

Endpiece 

Verdict: lightning. 

Message: don’t mess with monks. 

Question: what really happened to Oglander? 

What do YOU think? 

Sue Newman 


